Can first-year medical students contribute to better care for patients with a chronic disease?
First-year medical students at the University of Western Australia are attached to a patient with a chronic illness in order to begin to understand the world of the chronically ill and their families. The patients are recruited by general practitioner preceptors who have been reticent in accepting first-year students because of their perceived immaturity and lack of medical knowledge. Not only have the preceptors' reservations proven groundless, but the teaching exercise has produced an unintended and positive side in that 35% of students discovered new information which was judged by the patients' general practitioners to be of significant help in the total management of patients' illness. Since these were only first-year medical students, the effect should be much greater with more mature students. Doctors often have incomplete records and act on incomplete information. Medical students are a means of correcting some of these deficits. In return they develop better psychosocial and communication skills and achieve considerable personal development by demonstrating to patients, their preceptors and themselves that they can be useful in contributing to more effective patient care.